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Summary 


When Axel is cast out from his school, his only chance of surviving is to defeat the icy 
mountain range that leads down Kaer Seren. His chances are tiny, his spite against his former 
brothers all the bigger. If he should make it, he wants to start a new life - with people as 
reckless as himself. 


Notes 


Hey there! 

It's been quite a while since I posted something set in the Witcher verse and I'm glad to be 
back. Here's my turn on Axel and his backstory. I hope you enjoy it. I'll post a new chapter 
every Monday at 7 pm CET. Every single click, kudos and comment means the world! 


Once again, @akhuna betaread this fic. Thank you so much! 


Chapter 1 


It had been an accident. A quarrel, a fight, a bad fall. Unfortunately, they had argued on the 
watchtower, fifty feet above the ground. Axel had been too slow to grab Kiernan and pull him 
back up, so he had been cursed to watch the older witcher fall to his death. He would 
probably forever be haunted by the sounds of Kiernan’s skull cracking against the rocks 
beneath them, every bone broken and the final cry of agony. 


They hadn’t been close. Truth be told, he had always despised Kiernan’s bigotry and his 
arrogance. If he had died any other way, Axel wouldn’t have batted an eyelash. But alas, he 
was responsible for his death. Or at least that was what Ittard and Alvo, the two Griffin 
mentors who finally brought Axel down from the watchtower, said. 


Murderer , they called him. 


Should have been you, they hissed as they shackled his hands and dragged him past 
whispering students whose judgemental glances pierced through his armour, past the 
blacksmith who spat at the sight of him, past the mentors sitting in the main hall, staring at 
him and shaking their heads. 


Although the school boasted of its commitment to knightly values, every single Griffin 
witcher loved gossip, especially if it came at the expense of someone they didn’t like. 
Everyone except Keldar, the old mentor for monster studies. The only things he was 
interested in were knowledge and discipline. 


The deep furrow that built between his brows as he looked up from the dusty tome in front of 
him as they entered the library came as no surprise. 


‘What kind of racket is that?” 


Keldar was in charge of the school whenever Erland, the Grandmaster, was away on some 
business or another. He took his duties as deputy very seriously, and as the two other mentors 
spun their tale of the circumstances of Kiernan’s death, the stare he gave Axel became more 
and more dangerous. 


But Axel wouldn’t look away. He had done nothing wrong and he wouldn’t be intimated by 
this old bastard. 


With surprising agility, Keldar stood up and walked up and down the library. With every step, 
he stomped his heels into the stone floor as if he wanted to break it. The sounds he made 
reminded Axel of Kiernan’s head meeting the rocks. He shoved that thought away and tried 
to focus on Keldar. 


Eventually, he stopped in front of Axel, clenching his fists and unclenching them again, a 
monotone, annoying movement. He ground his teeth, and the vein on his forehead swelled. 
Axel had never seen him that furious, not even when one of the students gave a wrong 
answer in his classes. 


“Throughout the history of the school, such an infamy has never happened.” Keldar narrowed 
his eyes, but his gaze didn’t lose its hostility. 


“You have always been a disgrace to this school, an honourless scoundrel. But never would I 
have thought that you would go as far as killing one of your brothers in cold blood. This is 
outrageous!” 


Axel clenched his jaw. “I didn’t murder him. It was an accident!” 


“An accident? I am sure this accident was rather convenient for you.” Keldar’s words dripped 
with sarcasm. “Do not discredit yourself any more by telling such cheap lies.” 


ad | don’t-” 


“Enough!” Keldar’s voice boomed through the library like an avalanche. The old witcher 
raised his hand and exchanged a glance with Ittard and Alvo before he looked back at Axel. 


“We all know you pushed Kiernan off that tower. You have always disagreed with him 
because you were jealous of his standing.” 


Axel snorted. “That’s-” 
Ittard slapped him across the face. He was so surprised he forgot what he wanted to say. 


“Here is the thing,” Keldar continued as if nothing had happened, “none of us will be able to 
prove it. So we cannot put you on trial for murder.” 


“How awfully nice of you.” 


The second slap was delivered by Alvo. It met his lip and the taste of his blood filled his 
mouth. It wasn’t half as disgusting as the farce Keldar and his colleagues played. 


“However, we can and will charge you with denial of assistance.” 
“Should I have jumped after him?” 


Ittard brought his fist against Axel’s brow. Not only the pain and the impact of the hit blurred 
his vision, but also his blood running into his eyes. 


Keldar didn’t tell him off. So much for his own honour. 
“This would have been more honourable than watching him fall without lifting a finger.” 
“It would have also been the first honourable thing Axel ever did,” Alvo said. 


Axel looked at the floor, focusing on his breath. He wished nothing more than to wipe that 
sneer off Alvo’s face, to smash his kneecaps and make him miserable for the next weeks. 
Alas, any display of defiance would bite him in the ass, so he had no chance but to endure his 
humiliation if he wanted to survive this. They wouldn’t put him on trial for murder. That was 


a good thing because such a trial would have meant his certain death. There were other things 
they could do to him, though. 


“T have to acknowledge my own fault in the crime you just committed,” Keldar continued. 
“For I have failed to make it clear enough to Erland that you lack every single requirement to 
be a Griffin witcher. You are lazy, careless and irresponsible. Your morals are loose and 
everything you do, you do for your own gain. Kiernan’s death is only the sad peak of your 
misdeeds.” 


Keldar paused as if this was one of his lectures and he wanted his words to sink in. Alvo and 
Ittard nodded grimly, like the model students they had been without any doubt. It was 
disgusting. 


“The logical consequence is to expel you from our school.” 
Axel’s head snapped up. “Say fucking what?” 


This must be a bad joke. Two weeks in Kaer Seren’s dungeons or snatching a Griffin’s egg 
from its nest, that would have been fitting punishments. Or being whipped in front of the 
whole school for all he cared. But getting kicked out like a villain? 


Alas, no Griffin witcher had ever made a joke and old Keldar wouldn’t be the first. 


“You are no longer a witcher of the school of the Griffin,” Keldar said with his hand already 
on Axel’s medallion, tearing it from his neck. 


“TIttard and Alvo will bring you to your room. You are allowed to fetch your things and you 
are also allowed to keep your weapons and your horse. You will get provisions for a day 
because unlike you, we are no monsters.” 


“T bet you wouldn’t have done the same if I had fallen and Kiernan stood in front of you!” He 
shouted, struggling against the grip of Ittard and Alvo who were already dragging him to the 
door. 


“Do not dare to soil his reputation with such ridiculous accusations. Kiernan would have 
never behaved as dishonourable as you.” 


This was the last he should ever see of his former mentor. 


Chapter 2 


Chapter Notes 


Hey folks, I hope you had a good start to the new week! I hope you enjoy the new 
chapter (at least more than Axel enjoys his journey down Kaer Seren ;) ) 


The mountain pass was a deathtrap. Between avalanches, crevices and the treacherous ice, 
every step could be your last. Worse than that was only the ever-present cold, clawing its way 
through Axel’s clothes, numbing his nerves, gnawing at his muscles and bones. The scarf he 
had wrapped around his head didn’t help, the icy wind bit right through it. It didn’t take long 
for the tips of his hair to freeze and his toes and fingers to go numb. 


Around afternoon he stopped counting how often he or his gelding got stuck in sticky snow. 
The hassle of trying to free it got a little worse each time. Slipping on ice seemed to be 
inevitable, too. One time he landed face-first on the ground, earning himself a nice cut just 
above his eyebrow, witcher reflexes be damned. 


A part of him expected not to survive until dusk, but miraculously, he did, even finding a 
ledge just big enough to give him and his horse shelter for the night. Searching for firewood 
would be nothing but a waste of energy, so he simply sat down on his cloak, leant against the 
stone and tried to warm him and his gelding with Igni. It took him four times to produce a 
decent flame and when the heat finally warmed his hands the heat was so overwhelming, the 
pain of his numbed fingers coming back to life was so strong he couldn’t bear it. He stood up, 
went over to his gelding and started to massage its fur, hoping the animal wouldn’t fall sick. 
That would be the end for both of them. 


Afterwards, he forced down some of his provisions. The reasonable part of him knew he 
should eat more — he needed energy against the cold, but he couldn’t stomach more than a bit 
of cheese and dried meat. Trying to sleep was the next torture. Between his whole body 
hurting and being sore, his anger, exhaustion and desperation didn’t let him sleep. 


The next morning, he felt like after a really heavy binge: throbbing head, tongue feeling like 
a dirty lump in his mouth, muscles hurting. He was so mad about it all that he yelled at his 
horse for breathing too loudly. 


He regretted it when the poor thing stepped into a cleft only a few hours later. The cracking 
noise one of its hind legs made when it was breaking reminded him of Kieran’s death. The 
only mercy he could give his gelding at this point, was to kill it. It was a quick and clean 
matter, at least — he had whetted his swords just the evening before everything had turned to 
shit. 


Without wasting a second thought, acting on a survival instinct he thought he had already 
lost, he cut off some of the most muscular meat and took it with him. Many hours later, he 
found a cave behind a rift in the mountain. Inside, it wasn’t quite as cold as on the pass, 
which was a certain relief. Still, there was no firewood and his fingers were still nearly 
frozen, so he ate the horse meat half-raw. He couldn’t bring himself to care. Wrapping 
himself in his cloak and closing his eyes, he waited for the grief about his dead gelding to set 
in. It never came. Even the anger about Keldar and the other Griffins seemed strangely far 
away, like a cloud you could see but weren’t able to catch. 


When he woke the next morning, even this cloud had flown away, leaving nothing but 
exhaustion. There was no point in getting up or trying to get down the mountain. Even if, 
against all odds, he would make it — what then? He had nowhere to go. He was a witcher in 
exile, belonging nowhere. 


Staying in this mountain cave and waiting for death made much more sense. Or better yet, 
take off his cloak, go outside and lie down in the snow. Freezing was said to be a painless 
death. And indeed, when it had been his duty to collect the corpses of the adepts that hadn’t 
managed their final trial, perished in the cold on their way up the mountain to snatch a Griffin 
egg, they had almost looked peaceful. Apart from the ones that had slipped and fallen, of 
course — these had looked very afraid, their fear memorized in their dead faces until they had 
been burned on a pyre. 


Although dying seemed to be the easiest solution to his problem, there was still a small spark 
in him that kept him from giving up. If he died here, the Griffins would be so fucking proud 
of themselves. That was something that would be even worse than another day out in the 
snowy cold. So he had no chance but to survive. If nothing else, he had to defeat this fucking 
mountain pass, make peace with his new life as an outcast and write a spiteful letter to 
fucking Keldar. His laugh as he shouldered his pack echoed in the cave. If anybody could 
have heard him, they would think he was mad, although he had rarely felt more sane than at 
this moment. 


The way down took another four days. The snow became less dense and deathly, but the 
descent got steeper. Every now and then, he tried again to cast Igni. The flame he produced 
was still lousy, but decent enough to melt some snow, making sure he didn’t dehydrate. He 
managed to eat regularly, too, although he didn’t feel any hunger. The only thing he could 
feel was the cold, so harsh and ever-present it had nagged its way through the numbness of 
his body and had nestled in his bones. 


The cold devoured almost all of his energy. When he finally, miraculously, reached the foot 
of the mountain, he was so tired he thought he couldn’t set one foot before the other. Yet, he 
managed to walk on until he reached a rundown hut on the pasture. For a moment he thought 
it must be an illusion because he couldn’t have so much luck. He couldn’t bring himself to 
care. He needed to rest, and if the hut wasn’t real, he would gladly do so on the frozen floor. 


It turned out that the hut wasn’t only real, but its roof was still intact. What was more, there 
stood several, albeit puny, trees around it. With some of his last strength, he chopped them 
down, brought the wood into the hut and made a fire in the hearth. The straw mattress on the 


shabby bed was mouldy, so he threw it out and put his bedroll on the bedframe. He fell asleep 
as soon as he had laid down on it. 


The next morning, he felt as lucky as a king. A bruised and humiliated king, but still. The hut 
was his palace and the world was his to explore. He still had no plan where to go but since he 
had a stable shelter for now, he didn’t need to hurry up, so he stayed in bed, catching up on 
some rest. 


He spent the next few days hunting and going back to the foot of the mountain to get snow. 
There wasn’t a river anywhere near the hut, so this was the best way to get water. His walks 
gave him the necessary peace of mind to think about his next steps. 


It would him take at least three days to walk to Poviss. There, he could offer his services to 
earn some money for the sea passage to Skellige — or Cintra. The seafarers that moored at 
Poviss had a good reputation, they knew the dangers of going out to sea in winter, so he 
wasn’t afraid of going with them. 


Once in Skellige, he could try to build a new life, far enough away from Kaer Seren to try to 
forget about the fucking Griffins. He didn’t fancy the idea of living on an island with sirens 
waiting around every corner, though. He had never understood the political system in 
Skellige, the whole bunch of Jarls and clans was way too complicated for his liking. The beer 
was as bad as the mead and the people there were known to eat whales and seals. He liked 
their behaviour, though. Skelligers were rough but honest - if they weren’t plotting how to 
claim the Jarl’s crown for themselves, that was. 


Cintra, however, offered completely different possibilities. He could either stay there or get a 
new horse and go further south, leave the Northern kingdoms and try to find the legendary 
School of the Cat. The Griffin mentors had never gotten tired of warning the adepts of the 
Cats. They were said to be mad psychopaths with an affinity for spying, assassination and 
cold-blooded murder; filthy madmen with respect for neither life nor personal hygiene. Well, 
even if these accusations were true and not just more stupid rumours, the Cats were also said 
to take in women, elves and stray witchers, no matter if their mutations had gone badly or if 
they had been expelled from their actual school for different reasons. 


The more he thought about it, the more attractive this option became. He wanted to mull it 
over for some more time, though. His provisions would suffice for another fortnight at least. 


A few days later, however, his time of peace was brought to an abrupt end. When he came 
back from another successful hunting session, he found three men kicking down the hut’s 
door. 


“Oi! What the fuck do you think you’re doing there?” He yelled, flinging the three hares he 
had hunted to the ground and approaching the intruders with firm steps. 


“Searching shelter for the night.” 


“By kicking down a door? Are you fucking kidding me?” 


He didn’t wait for their response. They didn’t deserve a chance to explain themselves. They 
had tried to get into his shelter, so they had to die. It was only a matter of seconds between 
drawing his sword and gutting all three of them with it. A bloody matter, of course, and he 
would have to wash his clothes the next day. Right now though, with the bandits lying to his 
feet, the expression of terror still on their faces, his dirty armour didn’t matter — he felt 
nothing but satisfaction. 


After cleaning his sword on one of the men’s cloaks, he looted the corpses. A few bizants, a 
still half-filled wineskin, a well-enough hunting knife and a cloak that looked way too good 
to really belong to one of them; his yield wasn’t half-bad. 


Whistling a merry tune, he dragged the corpses around the hut and ditched them into the 
privy pit. Then, he prepared the hares and enjoyed his dinner. As soon as the dawn broke the 
next morning, he set out to Poviss. 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


